This study compares models of the good employer in the late 19th and late 20th centuries, using a content analysis of leading business periodicals. We find striking differences between the two eras, both in their recipes for more efficient employment practices and in their understanding of the benefits of those practices. We consider possible explanations for these divergent conceptions of "rational" labor relations and argue that each period's image of the exemplary employer corresponds to prevailing ideals of political reform.
INTRODUCTION
Business commentators in the 1980s and 1990s celebrated the virtues of flexible employees, teamwork, and a gung-ho company culture. Organizing work around these principles, they argued, enhanced productivity, fostered innovation, and boosted profits. One hundred years earlier, their counterparts offered a different recipe for handling employees, one which called for a sharper division of labor among taskworkers, clearer rules, and more centralized authority. Our primary goal in this paper is to flesh out this comparison between praiseworthy employment practices in the late 19th-and late 20th-century business press. As we will see, these ideals differ dramatically between the two periods. The difference lies less in the recommended balance between efficiency and nurturance in handling employees than in the very understanding of what efficient and nurturant management means. Our secondary goal is to propose an explanation for the contrasts between periods.
Here we link advice about the treatment of employees to political discourse. The model employer portrayed in the general business press turns out to have much in common with standards of "good government" advocated by political reformers in each period-a surprising case of cultural isomorphism.
To get the flavor of the data we use and the contrasts we find, consider two examples. In 1990, Business Week lavished praise on Corning Inc. for its commitment to employee education and teamwork. "With extensive on-the-job training, real involvement in decision-making, and good job security," employees at the company's Blacksburg, Virginia, facility "have the right tools and incentives to produce high-quality automotive filters." Selfmanaging teams of broadly trained workers gave Corning flexibility as well as quality, including the ability to "retool a line to produce a different type of filter in only 10 minutes." The system also made it possible to "eliminate several tiers of managers." Corning's approach, finally, made employees more enterprising. "Everybody that works here is competitive," says one enthusiastic employee. "We're willing to work long hours. We want . . . to make the product better so we can be the best in quality and service. . . . I'm responsible for my own job security" (Business Week, December 17, 1990:72-78) . A century earlier, Iron Age magazine singled out Excelsior Mfg. Co. for its approach to training. The firm's apprenticeship system selected the most promising boys and educated them for skilled foundry work. The program had several virtues. "Punctuality is insisted on; also good conduct in the works and strict accountability for tools. . . . Care in workmanship is thus inculcated from the beginning and slovenly habits eradicated." In addition, this apprenticeship system was "entirely independent of the Molders' Union" (Iron Age, August 2, 1883:14-15).
Corning displays traits the business press regularly commended in the last two decades of the 20th century. Good employers foster teamwork, flatten hierarchies, and encourage employees to exercise the creativity-and assume the risks-once associated with entrepreneurs. Excelsior Mfg. was no less committed to training employees. The virtues of its system, however, are almost the opposite of Corning's. Its apprenticeship system produced specialists, not generalists, and rewarded men who followed rules rather than exercised creativity. At Excelsior, unlike at Corning, imparting skill and building moral character went hand in hand. And for Iron Age writers, one of the virtues of a well-trained workforce was to enhance rather than decentralize managerial control. In all these respects, Excelsior is representative of the employers lauded by business periodicals in the last two decades of the 19th century.
Both Corning and Excelsior were admired for their efficient management of employees. The business press in these two eras, however, understood "efficient" labor relations to mean entirely different things. The main section of this paper, "Model Employers," explores these differences in more detail. We begin by reviewing the literature on a related topic-changing fashions in management discourse-and ask how closely those fashions resemble employment practices advocated in the lay business press. We then describe our data sources (articles appearing in general business periodicals rather than more specialized journals of management and industrial engineering) and our findings. The following section, "Explaining the Differences," considers possible explanations for the differences we find. Here we follow the same logic as in the preceding section, first summarizing existing accounts of management rhetoric, then assessing their applicability to business ideology, and finally arguing that business discourse about "best practices" at work parallels prevailing recipes for political reform.
MODEL EMPLOYERS, 1880-99 VS. 1980-99

Management Rhetoric vs. Business Ideology
Scholarly accounts of trends in management rhetoric provide a good starting point for studying business images of model employers in the late 19th and late 20th centuries. These rhetorics and images are not identical, particularly during the late 19th century, and this should come as no surprise. The literature on management, however, does provide a useful vocabulary for discussing changing ideas about how best to organize work.
The most systematic surveys of trends in management rhetoric are those of Barley and Kunda (1992) , Abrahamson (1997) , and Shenhav (1999) (see also Baron et al., 1986; Bendix, 1974; Guillén, 1994; Jacoby, 1985; Kaufman, 1993) . Barley and Kunda assign management theories to one or the other of two broad camps, labeled "normative" and "rational" control. The first highlights employees' human needs and social relationships as the keys to both worker morale and labor productivity. An important management task, accordingly, is to make sure workers are properly socialized and committed to the firm. "By winning the hearts and minds of the workforce, managers could achieve the most subtle of all forms of control: moral authority" (Barley and Kunda, 1992:364) . The second camp assumes that employees are rational actors and treats them as factors of production. Management's responsibility is to engineer productive resources, including labor, for maximum efficiency. Barley and Kunda present the history of management discourse as a pendulum swinging back and forth between these two poles of normative and rational control. Their narrative moves from industrial betterment (1870-1900) through scientific management (1900-1923), human relations (1925-1955) , and systems rationalism to organizational culture (1980-) . If this account applies to representations of model employers in the business press, accordingly, we would expect normative themes to predominate relative to rational ones in both 1880 -99 and 1980 -99. Abrahamson (1997 affirms both the general categories of normative and rational control and the basic narrative of management discourse alternating between them. But he tinkers with the historical timing and introduces additional subtleties to the characterization of each period. Using business periodical indexes to classify and count articles, he finds that scientific management, welfare capitalism, and organizational culture began their runs slightly earlier than Barley and Kunda claim. He also argues that managerial rhetorics varied in their prevalence after their initial emergence. For example, human relations approaches were eclipsed by systems rationalism in the 1950s. Some of these approaches, however, remained in management's repertoire, waxing and waning in popularity even during an era in which rational control predominated. Shenhav, finally, locates the key breakthrough to "manufacturing rationality" in the late 1890s (Shenhav, 1995 (Shenhav, , 1999 . It was at this time, he argues, that principles of systematization and standardization, already applied to mechanical engineering, were translated into principles of human management. Shenhav's attention to rationalizing themes in the era of "industrial betterment," we will show, is amply warranted.
To what extent do model employers in the general business press conform to these findings about management rhetoric? Do we find the same criteria for the proper treatment of employees? Is there the same preponderance of normative over rational themes in the two periods we focus on? What more specific themes, distinctive to each period, emerge from a closer look at the business press? Particularly for the late 19th century, there are reasons to expect management rhetoric and business ideology to differ. As Shenhav (1999) notes, late 19th-century management specialists and industrial engineers were beginning to construct a role for themselves distinct from that of the ownermanager (see also Calvert, 1967; Zunz, 1990) . Businessmen and proponents of manufacturing rationality, in other words, were apt to be different people. Manufacturers in this period, moreover, proudly labeled themselves "practical men" and frequently expressed skepticism of (or even contempt for) mere theorists, including self-proclaimed "scientific" managers like Frederick Taylor (Nelson, 1975) .
3 As compared to high-profile magnates like Rockefeller or voluble management experts, however, we know much less about the views of these proprietors. It is worth learning more, because labor practices in small-and medium-size firms affected far more workers than those of large firms staffed with "welfare secretaries" or production engineers (Brandes, 1976; Ramirez, 1978) . General-circulation business magazines should reflect these employers' views better than the more specialized periodicals (such as the American Machinist or Engineering) examined by Shenhav or the "clergy, journalists, novelists, [and] academics" whom Barley and Kunda (1992:365) cite as championing industrial betterment. These magazines may also have helped shape business opinion by giving wide circulation to stereotyped models of good employment practices.
We anticipated that our findings on model employers in the business press would differ from scholarly treatments of management rhetoric for another reason. Given the interest of Barley and Kunda or Abrahamson in general patterns of change, it may make sense for them to lump management rhetoric into the two broad categories of normative and rational control. To measure shifts between these two categories over time, it is also reasonable to rely, as they do, on the subject tags assigned to articles in business periodical indexes. We are more concerned with historically specific characteristics of the model employer, including the very different ways in which business writers in the two periods understand "rational" management. For that purpose, it is essential to get underneath subject tags to the specific language of praise for model employers.
Data Sources
To do so, we conducted a content analysis of full articles in leading business magazines that profiled model employers in each period. Because of our suspicion that ordinary businessmen and professional managers or management theorists had different views of desirable employment practices, we selected journals addressed primarily to the business community rather than more specialized audiences. We also sought periodicals with substantial circulation and with wide coverage rather than a focus on trade-specific news. For employers from different industries, magazines such as these would be a common source of conventional wisdom about the treatment of workers. These journals are hardly reliable sources about actual management practices (Ferguson, 1989) . Our interest, however, is not in the factual accuracy of these accounts of good employers, but in the rhetorical formulas that they use.
Ideally, we would have used journals that had a continuous existence through both periods, thus improving the chances that any differences we identified were the effects of periods rather than journals. Unfortunately, there are no general business periodicals published through both periods. Instead, we chose two magazines from each period and found that, at least within each period, there were no noticeable journal effects in portrayals of model employers. For 1980-99, Business Week and Fortune were obvious and readily available choices. For 1880-99, the pickings were slimmer. Some plausible journals were published only for part of the period; others proved unavailable. In the end, we settled on the Commercial and Financial Chronicle and Iron Age. The Chronicle was a periodical comparable to today's Wall Street Journal, providing information to readers on financial markets, industry and trade conditions, and government activities relevant to business. It also had reports on specific firms, and some of these highlighted employment practices (Steeples, 2002) . Iron Age attended more to manufacturing, and (its title notwithstanding) it covered a wide range of industries. For our purposes, Iron Age also has the advantage of having had editors and owners aligned with proprietary firms rather than larger corporations like Carnegie's (Ingham, 1991; Mapes, 1973) .
All four journals are well indexed, making it easy to cull promising articles for a closer look. Articles from Iron Age and the Commercial and Financial Chronicle that included praise for employment practices are neither so long nor so numerous as to require sampling. We used all 87 pieces for 1880-99. Articles in Business Week and Fortune are much longer and more often focus on labor relations. To draw a manageable sample, we limited selection to articles focused on a single firm and primarily concerned with employment practices. We then took a random sample of these to yield a matching 87 substantial pieces for 1980-99.
Next, we developed a coding scheme, beginning with broad themes discussed in the secondary literature on management discourse. As is usual with content analysis (Roberts, 1997; Weber, 1990) , we elaborated and refined the scheme as we went back and forth between conceptual categories and empirical examples. This involved adding new items, regrouping (putting "participation" under "good governance" as against "fostering opportunities," for example), and subdividing (distinguishing between individual and collective participation, e.g., suggestion boxes as against quality circles) until the scheme seemed to capture all the themes we found and to pigeon-hole them in sensible ways. We also collected other information from each article, such as the industry, company size, who was given credit (e.g., an owner? a manager?), and what other sorts of virtues, besides good employment practices, were attributed to the company (such as philanthropic activities or technical innovations). To illustrate our general classification of themes, we include the first two levels of the final scheme in the Appendix. 4 We did the final coding independently. We found few differences between these assessments, and we reconciled those that did occur.
Findings: Model Employers in 1880-99 vs. 1980-99
Two common themes in the business press's profiles of model employers match the management rhetoric surveyed by Barley and Kunda. Praiseworthy employers in the 1880s and 1890s promoted "industrial betterment," and their counterparts a century later enhanced the firm's "organizational culture." Business commentators in the late 19th century most frequently highlighted amenities that enhanced employees' lives outside of work (18.4% of articles) or welfare benefits on the job (17.2%). Common welfare measures include pension plans, accident insurance, and medical care. The amenities might be as simple as an annual dinner, or considerably more ambitious. Cornelius Vanderbilt, for example, was commended for erecting "a home where railroad employees can spend their leisure time with profit and pleasure. Not only is there a library and a reading room, but there are rooms for social conversation and recreation. . . . It is very desirable that men should be helped to take a noble and higher view of life, and this is accomplished . . . by investing them with more favored surroundings" (Commercial and Financial Chronicle, October 8, 1889:453) .
For the late 20th century, the business press similarly supports Barley and Kunda's characterization of prevailing management rhetoric as favoring "organizational culture." Model employers in this period are most often praised for building esprit de corps among employees or otherwise enhancing the company culture, themes that appear in 32.2% of the sample. United Parcel Service, for example, is commended for "instill[ing] a spirit of winning so pervasive that people who fail are ranked as least best, not losers. Workers, in turn, have almost a Japanese-like identification with the company," with its "half Marine Corps and half Quaker meeting" culture (Fortune, January 18, 1988:56-58) . Almost as common in accounts of model employers is "teamwork" (31.1%), tied for second among employer virtues. At Bell Atlantic, CEO Raymond Smith encourages employees to "feel more like participants than victims." "True believers" at the firm "wear 'Coach Me' buttons, an invitation to co-workers and even subordinates to offer advice" (Business Week, December 2, 1991:133, 135) .
These themes in the business press are also consistent with Barley and Kunda's more general characterization of management rhetoric in the two eras as favoring "normative control." Model employers of both eras attended to employee needs and relationships, and they saw improvement in this area as the key to meeting company goals. Such depictions of good employers in the two periods also proved remarkably stable. We detected no change in the prominence of various themes within each period.
Portraits of the model employer diverge from findings in studies of management rhetoric in the balance they strike between normative and rational themes. In both periods, the business press's model employer is nearly as concerned with rationalizing work as he is with cultivating employee needs. The good employer of the late 19th century, to begin with, had a harder edge. The third most common theme in this period was praise for the rule of law at work. In 16.1% of the articles, companies are lauded for routinizing the handling of employees. "A good boss," Iron Age opines, "will not show partiality, but ever stands independent and in a position to say no or yes, or discharge any person upon the 'spur of the moment' for a just reason. He will have higher principles than tolerating clannishness . . . or favor, but will endeavor to do justice to all" (December 21, 1893 (December 21, :1116 . Although this advocacy of systematic discipline was sometimes rooted in concerns over "bullying" foremen, it also reflected a desire to tighten control and reduce "personal" considerations in employee management (Nelson, 1975) . "Rationalizing" concerns also appear in praise for employee training programs like that seen at Excelsior. Such programs (noted in 12.6% of the articles, tied for fourth most common) had more to do with improving the technical proficiency of employees than they did with their social needs and morale. Indeed, discussions of training schemes are often prefaced by a ritual lament over the decline of traditional apprenticeship and the corresponding need to increase supplies of skilled labor-an argument clearly treating workers as a resource to be procured, not as human beings in need of "betterment."
During 1980-99, similarly, a preoccupation with efficiency and productivity is about as common as solicitude for company culture. As noted, company culture and teamwork are at the top of the list of employer virtues. But just as common as teamwork are policies that encourage individual entrepreneurship among employees. Almost a third (31.0%) of the articles commend firms for giving employees more independence to do their best and for pushing them to assume the risks of doing so. Johnson & Johnson "encourages people to take risks, creating a corporate culture where even mistakes can be a badge of honor." Nor does this firm rely only on its corporate culture to foster individual risk-taking. Its CEO is praised for "a bonus program that will reward entrepreneurial accomplishments and strong performance with cash" (Business Week, September 26, 1988:126-127 ). Here we see assumptions about individual rationality and self-interest more commonly associated with "rational" control. And here too, there is a harder edge to employee empowerment. The opportunity to succeed goes hand in hand with the chance to fail. At Lincoln Electric, "each employee is accountable for the quality of his or her own work and is rated twice a year on quality [and] output." Bonuses may be generous for good work, but "how much you make is in your own hands" (Business Week, January 22, 1996:89).
In both periods, then, business representations of the good employer emphasize the importance of rationalizing production as well as improving human relations. This is hardly surprising. By focusing on the business press, we deliberately give less weight to the views of other commentators, whether clergymen and welfare secretaries in the late 19th century or personnel managers and academics in the late 20th. As compared to those sources, the business press would be expected to highlight measures that speed production, improve quality, and cut costs. More surprising is the stark difference in the two periods' conceptions of what specific employment practices are most likely to improve efficiency-what more "rational" management actually meant. In brief, the good employer of the late 19th century sought to make work more bureaucratic; his late 20th-century counterpart sought to make it less so.
We noted that one key theme in profiles of good management in the 1880s-90s is the rule of law. Commentators frequently allude to this concern in their descriptions of the increasing size of plants and the inability of employers to maintain the "personal touch" with workers (Mandell, 1997; Marchand, 1998:101-102) . They also warn that arbitrary or abusive foremen could incite conflict or drive the best employees to quit. This is the backdrop against which Iron Age and Commercial and Financial Chronicle commentaries recommend more systematic supervision, with fixed rules clearly posted and consistently applied. The Chronicle lauds several railroad companies, for example, for their "more rational system of discipline. . . . This is commonly known as the Brown system of discipline, and is based on a record being kept of each employee, . . . and promotion or perhaps ultimate dismissal is governed by the record of the special failures or merits" (November 25, 1899:6).
5 Praise for this kind of system appears in 16.1% of articles on good management, as compared to 1.1% during the late 20th century. It is an agenda that goes with other kinds of bureaucratization. Good employers of the period adopted clear rules for hiring new employees and for governing their job performance; relied more on experts or specialists in managing workers; moved effective decision-making authority up to more responsible company officials; and clarified the division of labor between different jobs or departments.
6 Such practices win praise in 19.5% of the 1880-99 articles, compared to 6.9% of the 1980-99 sample. The general spirit of these recommendations is clear from Iron Age's enthusiastic profile of Brown and Sharpe's foundry, where "the working of the men has been thoroughly systematized, and everything is done with perfect regularity. No castings are made without a written order from the foremen of the different departments requiring them. These orders are all kept on file. . . . When castings are furnished, they are checked off with a memoranda of the date delivered, thus preventing all disputes about parts which are broken or lost. Everything moves without that 'hurrah boy' style noticed in many foundries" (February 16, 1882:1) .
The approach advocated 100 years later is strikingly different. Here we find praise of teamwork and an engaging company culture. Moreover, we find persistent advocacy of employment practices that reverse bureaucratization. Instead of consistently applying fixed rules, the good employers cited in Business Week and Fortune involve their workers in decision making (50.6% of articles, as against 3.4% in 1880-99). At Westinghouse's Pittsburgh facility, according to Fortune, "Bosses in the construction group don't simply issue orders; they seek consensus. Out in the factories, foremen don't bellow coarsely at workers-at least they aren't supposed to; they ask for suggestions" (June 15, 1981:74) . A related virtue often celebrated in the late 20th century is decentralized authority. One commonly admired practice, for example, is to cut out one or more layers of the management hierarchy (13.8% of articles vs. none). In an article commending Matsushita's "radical restructuring," Business Week reports that the CEO had "eliminated an entire layer of management at headquarters," reassigning many of them to take more direct responsibility for product development. "This restructuring has transformed division chiefs into entrepreneurs" (October 31, 1994:109) . Another recommendation is to rely less on formal rules to regulate work, on the grounds that enumerating rules results in stultifying red tape (5.7% of articles, as compared to 1.1%). A third component of this antibureaucratic ideal favors individualizing rewards for work performance, as against the late 19th-century advocacy of equal treatment for all employees (19.5% of articles, in contrast to 1.1% in 1880-99).
7 Here too, support for practices such as giving bonuses for superior job performance is clearly related to the more general revival of entrepreneurial ideals. Finally, instead of praising specialized training and expertise, the late 20th-century business press celebrates "flexibility" (for the standard academic account of this reorientation, see Piore and Sabel, 1984) . Unpacked, flexibility is at odds with bureaucratic virtues in several ways. One common recommendation favors cross-training and job rotation (17.2% of articles), not specialization and a more finely graded division of labor. At GM's Packard Electric, some workers "have been trained in statistical process control and use this technique to improve product quality." On the assembly line, "operators work in teams, rotating jobs" (Business Week, August 29, 1983:55) . Good employers also eliminate rigid work rules and reduce the number of job classifications (12.6%). An additional 8.0% of articles praise flexibility in more general terms. None of these themes appear in representations of the well-managed workplace of the late 19th century. The major contrasts between the two periods are summarized in Table I , aggregating specific themes into broader categories.
One additional contrast emerged clearly in representations of good employers. In both eras, the business press often stresses that praiseworthy employment practices are not merely good in themselves; they also have ancillary virtues or, as late 20th-century writers would say, payoffs. The desirable payoffs in the two periods were very different, however. About half the articles in 1880-99 link good management of workers to some other benefits. In 56.1% of these cases, the benefit is to reduce strikes or other forms of conflict at work. In another 29.3%, the payoff is to improve the personal morals of the workforce. In the 1980-99 model of employment management, conflict reduction is rarely mentioned; improving morale receives even less attention; and enhancing employee morals is not mentioned at all. Instead, even the most nurturing of management practices are presented as contributing to the company's profitability (47.8%), spurring technical innovation (32.6%), or increasing productivity (30.4%). In effect, business writers in both time periods have their bottom lines. In the late 19th century, however, the bottom lines include social and moral ends; a century later, the market rules. Table II summarizes these contrasts. Our findings, then, complement studies of management rhetoric in several ways. First, we find that business press portrayals of model employers are more balanced as between rational and normative themes than are the management rhetorics studied by Barley and Kunda and by Abrahamson. Second, our comparison highlights the starkly opposed conceptions of "rational" employment management in the two eras, a contrast that is less apparent in studies that highlight the shared normative character of late 19th-and late 20th-century management rhetoric. A closer look at the details of business writers' praise of good employers also reveals how rational management was thought to have different payoffs. In the first period, it promised moral improvement; in the second, economic gains.
EXPLAINING THE DIFFERENCES
For the purposes of this paper, our primary goal is to tease out differences between the model employer of the two periods. More briefly, we also propose an explanation for those differences: that the distinctive features of each period's model employer mirror currents in political reform. This is a deliberately guarded formulation. We do not claim that prevailing ideals of good government causally determine beliefs about good employment practices. It is much more likely that influence runs in both directions, or that both sets of ideals reflect common responses to historical conditions, whether they be widespread social unrest in the late 19th century or an acute sense of national decline following the 1960s. Our goal in this final section is not to identify first causes. Instead, it is to identify a surprising case of isomorphism: in both periods, ideals of governance in the state and the workplace are remarkably similar. Here too, it is useful to compare our account with studies of management rhetoric. Those studies offer plausible explanations for general currents in managerial thought, but they are less helpful once we turn to historically distinctive characteristics of the model employer in the business press.
Management Rhetoric vs. Business Ideology
In their study of management rhetoric, Barley and Kunda argue that rational and normative forms of control correspond to rival solutions to the problem of order. The two approaches are specific instances of the more general polarities of Western culture, as between associative and communal ties or between individual self-interest and collective integration. The swings of the pendulum between rational and normative control reflect successive backlashes against reigning management orthodoxies. The specific timing of these swings, in turn, corresponds to the phases of expansion and slowdown in long economic cycles. In periods of expansion, management focuses on harnessing new, foundational technologies and organizational innovations. As these new techniques face diminishing returns, managers turn to human capital as a way to further increase productivity. In the case at hand, the late 19th and late 20th centuries were both eras in which older forces of production were exhausting their potential for growth, and new ones had not yet come to the fore. Normative control was the corresponding managerial rhetoric. Abrahamson (1997) largely agrees with Barley and Kunda's account of the emergence of new rhetorics, although he adds that their subsequent prevalence is shaped by such strategic circumstances as government policy and labor union activity.
Shenhav (1999) , focusing on late 19th-and early 20th-century rhetoric, is more concerned with the historically specific roots of "manufacturing rationality" in this period. And in contrast to Barley and Kunda, he attributes management rhetoric to specific historical actors: industrial engineers, with their particular occupational culture and professional ambitions. The preoccupation of early 20th-century industrial managers with standardizing and systematizing labor relations, Shenhav argues, applied the logic of mechanical engineering to employees-and created well-paid jobs for these "experts." They were able to gain acceptance for these views (and jobs), Shenhav adds, because of certain political conditions. Turn-of-the-century worker militancy gave engineers an opportunity to sell their managerial nostrums as solutions for "the labor problem."
These accounts of management rhetoric are of less value in explaining business representations of the model employer. Barley and Kunda are interested in the shared normative character of late 19th-and late 20th-century management rhetoric, and so they also search for causal factors that the two periods have in common-a particular stage in long-term economic cycles. Business writers, however, recommend sharply contrasting employment practices in the two eras, and they highlight quite different benefits from those practices. For understanding these differences in the model employer, Barley and Kunda's study of managerial rhetoric offers little help: similarities cannot explain differences.
Shenhav is also more interested in organization theory than the details of the model employer. And particularly in the 1880-99 period, professional engineers cannot be seen as the source of business definitions of best practices at work. Their influence, Shenhav suggests, came mainly after the turn of the century. And as Shenhav and others (Calvert, 1967; Cochran, 1972; Nelson, 1975) have noted, businessmen of the late 19th century were quite skeptical of the new breed of management consultant, seeing them as mere theorists and as taking ideas of "system" to impractical extremes. Shenhav sets a good example in two other respects, however. First, he identifies a particular social carrier for emerging ideals of systematic management. We will argue that a different social group stood behind models of the good employer. Second, Shenhav joins Guillén (1994) in stressing the importance of politics. We agree, but will emphasize forms of politics other than those highlighted by Shenhav and Guillén.
Business Ideology and Political Reform
The general account we propose is that contrasting conceptions of the model employer correspond to historical differences in political discourse. We particularly stress the parallels between model employers and fashions in political discourse. In brief, key themes in models of the good employerwhether that of "system" in the late 19th century or of "flexibility" 100 years later-turn out to be part of the common currency of elite political reformers in each era. The kind of politics that matter, in this account, may be clarified by way of contrast to other arguments about the "political" roots of management rhetoric. Shenhav (1995 Shenhav ( , 1999 offers a good place to start. In his account of the rise of manufacturing rationality in organization theory, class conflict is the kind of politics that matters most. 8 The intensity of industrial conflict in the late 19th and early 20th centuries, together with widespread employer alarm over worker militancy, gave professional engineers a strategic opportunity. They could (and did) sell their vision of system and standardization at work as a solution for the labor problem. Guillén's comparative study of "models of management" highlights a different kind of politics (Guillén, 1994) . The appeal of scientific management and human relations theory in U.S. management thought reflected, among other things, a liberal democratic regime. This political setting forced American employers to be more self-reliant in coping with labor unrest than their counterparts in corporatist Germany. Dobbin (1994) proposes yet another kind of political influence on economic thinking. Political institutions, he argues, provide powerful templates for more general understandings of rational behavior. Although his case study highlights the use of such templates for conceptualizing and solving problems of economic policy, they could be equally potent in shaping businessmen's construction of "rational" employment practices.
For the purposes of explaining differences in models of the good employer, we combine elements from each of these conceptions of politics. As in Shenhav's treatment of organization theory, we emphasize that behind popular business depictions of exemplary employers are social groups acting in a wider political context. That political context, for Shenhav, is class conflict; we join Guillén in casting the causal net more widely. Where Guillén highlights the general character of state intervention, however, we zero in on political reform movements whose scripts also underlie evaluations of the good employer. We share with Dobbin, finally, an interest in the use of common templates across the boundaries between political and economic life. But we trace these templates not to state institutions but to political movements as they frame social problems and advance particular solutions. This adaptation of Dobbin has the advantage of accommodating changes in the character of model employers, because it connects standards of "rational" practice not to more or less fixed political institutions but to shifting fashions in political reform.
Bringing these political themes together, then, we will illustrate the common templates underlying business images of the good employer and reform ideals of good government in each era. Further, we will suggest that particular actors helped transmit these templates back and forth between politics and work. Especially during the late 19th century, businessmen took a close interest in local government and political movements as well as industrial management (Blackford, 1993; Hays, 1964; Wiebe, 1962) . And businessmen's wider community networks provided channels through which political and managerial discourse could align. Similar public involvements and networks have been found at the national level in the late 20th century (Akard, 1992; Schwartz, 1987; Useem, 1987) . This historical point has a broader theoretical implication. Students of isomorphism have asked why cultural scripts are sometimes transposed from one institutional setting to another (Clemens, 1997; DiMaggio, 1997) . We are suggesting that businessmen's civic roles and social networks made them particularly effective carriers of scripts across institutional boundaries. 
1880-1899: Efficiency, Character, and Good Government
The three decades after the Civil War brought rapid industrialization, urbanization, and immigration to the United States. Those changes posed political challenges to established elites that went well beyond industrial class conflict. Local, largely WASP notables raised the alarm over all kinds of social disorder and cultural decay, from undisciplined immigrants and fractious workers to immorality and crime in the city (Beisel, 1997; Boyer, 1978) . They also complained that municipal governments were unable to handle these problems or even to manage the basic tasks of extending city services like sewer lines and police protection to new suburbs. What tied these challenges together was political corruption. It was especially among the ignorant and foreign masses that party machines and political bosses found their strongest support. Thanks to this political base, in turn, city politicians winked at vice, ignored the needs of affluent suburbanites, and squandered on propertyless constituents tax dollars paid by the respectable classes (Fox, 1977; Schiesl, 1977) .
What remedies did these disenchanted elites-the so-called mugwumps-offer? Above all, they called for good government, and their recipes look like those for good employers. To restore efficiency, integrity, and order to local communities, reformers championed three general principles. Municipal government should be run along more bureaucratic lines, the rule of law should be enforced, and men of "good character" should take the lead (on late 19th-century political reform movements, see Buenker, 1973; Hofstadter, 1955; Miller, 1968; Wiebe, 1962) . The bureaucratic ideal included, above all, meritocracy and nonpartisanship in local government. The civil service reform associations formed in many U.S. cities during the 1870s and 1880s demanded that city offices be filled on the basis of merit, not patronage. Political reform clubs also advocated greater reliance on appointed experts, such as city managers or school superintendents, as against board members chosen for party loyalty or political popularity. Once in office, moreover, these qualified men should enjoy civil service protections, so that they would be insulated from the politics of the day. Such measures, it was hoped, would increase municipal efficiency-often referred to as putting city government on a "sound business basis." It would also undercut the power of corrupt political machines. This agenda for neutral bureaucratic administration mirrors that seen at work. In both arenas, the goals include more systematic, merit-based hiring and a shift in authority to more expert managers. And in both settings, reforms would curb the power of lowerlevel, "partisan" functionaries-whether the party hack or the foreman who played favorites and exercised petty tyranny in the shop (Nelson, 1975) .
Efficient city government, standing "above politics," was one antidote for urban social problems. Political and economic elites also joined together in calling for "law and order" (Bonnett, 1956; Ross, 1985; Watts, 1991) . They were motivated by labor insurgency (above all, the strike waves of 1877 and 1886), but also by a sense that urban crime and civil unrest had overwhelmed city police and courts. The solution was strict adherence to and enforcement of the rule of law by more professional police forces, a more principled judiciary, and political leaders who refused to make exceptions for special interests. Again, the approved political reforms parallel businessmen's emphasis on the rule of law as an essential ingredient of good employment management.
Finally, reformers of the day, and especially the patrician "mugwumps," drew a direct link between better government and moral character (Sproat, 1968; Thelen, 1972) . Measures to educate and uplift immigrants and ignorant laborers were an explicit part of the solution for urban disorder. And the best hope for local governance was for the "best men" of the community to step forward and assume leadership. Mere change in administrative machinery would not suffice. "Until the men of character and of property can be aroused to suitably take care of their own affairs there appears little to be derived from a change in method[s]" (Cincinnati Enquirer, November 22, 1890). Thus, the connection made between proficiency and moral character in portraits of enlightened management mimics that found in political reform circles.
In connecting ideals of good governance in politics and in management, we deliberately avoid any strong claims about causal sequencing. Most likely, both managerial and political discourse belong to a common ideological movement. But whatever the ultimate source of these ideals, we know that there were channels for mutual influence, social networks through which ideological clichés could travel between political and business circles. In late 19th-century industrial cities, political reformers and economic elites were often one and the same. Political reformers and businessmen were also closely tied through shared membership in local civic committees, civil service associations, and municipal betterment clubs, as well as cultural institutions and elite social clubs (see the case studies of New York (Beckert, 2001) , Chicago (Horowitz, 1976) , Cincinnati (Miller, 1968) , Pittsburgh (Ingham, 1978) , Wilmington (Hoffecker, 1974) , Providence (Gilkeson, 1986), and Harrisburg (Eggert, 1993) ).
This argument for a link between reform-minded urban elites and a bureaucratic ideal in both politics and the workplace echoes the logic, if not the substantive findings, of Shenhav's account of manufacturing rationality. He traces claims to objectivity and system in management rhetoric to the professional interests and ethos of engineers. And it is clear that this professional group helped spread norms of efficiency and "scientific" management during the Progressive Era (Haber, 1964; Noble, 1977) . Even earlier, however, business conceptions of the model employer also celebrated administrative rationality, the rule of law, and objective authority. The social carrier for this ideal was not a new profession but an older elite. In championing bureaucratic efficiency and nonpartisan rule, these mugwumps were defending their own positions as leading citizens of their communities. It was good character and social standing, moreover, rather than specialized training or expert knowledge, that guaranteed objective, "businesslike" authority in local governance. The fact that these men of character and substance were mostly prominent local businessmen enabled this ideal of meritocracy, the rule of law, and administrative efficiency to be as readily applied to workplace governance as to municipal politics.
1980-1999: Less Government as Good Government
In the late 20th century, too, political responses to perceived social problems popularized many of the themes that appear in business praise of the model employer. Ronald Reagan's 1980 election is a convenient marker of a larger political backlash against "liberalism." This backlash featured a nowfamiliar diagnosis of national ills and a standard set of solutions (Edsall and Edsall, 1991; Fraser and Gerstle, 1989; Kazin, 1995; Phillips, 1983) . America, in this view, suffered from both economic and social decline. Since the 1973 oil embargo, the country's slow growth and high inflation had defied liberal economic orthodoxy. Over the same period, the nation had drifted even further from traditional moral standards and religious certainties. Among the signs were perceived increases in teen pregnancy, unwed motherhood, and drug abuse; persistent welfare dependency; and deteriorating schools. And for both economic and social troubles, conservatives found a common cause: big government. The Great Society had failed. Worse, government regulation was itself a major drag on economic performance, while the welfare state subsidized indolence and irresponsible sexuality. This general critique, hardly new in the 1980s, gained in public attention and legitimacy with the victory of the "new Republicans" in 1980 and in subsequent elections.
Like the alleged ills, the proposed cures became staples of political discourse. Here we can see how recipes for better government parallel journalistic portrayals of the good employer. The typical prescription for government reform called, first, for deregulation (Derthick and Quirk, 1985; Howard, 1994) . Reducing the power of federal bureaucracies like the Environmental Protection Agency and the Occupational Safety and Health Administration would reinvigorate a market economy. As in the workplace, part of this reform vision involves relying less on formal rules-the abhorred "red tape," whether that of government or corporate bureaucracy, that blocks productivity and innovation. Unfettered markets, by contrast, ensure that social tasks will be accomplished more quickly and cheaply. Deregulation involved more than an aversion to formal rules and an abiding faith in the ability of the free market to achieve efficiency. As in accounts of the model employer, the very measure of successful government reform is provided by markets (rather than by the moral character of citizens or employees). The use of cost-benefit analysis to guide regulatory policy, as mandated by Reagan in 1981, is symptomatic. Proposed regulations merited approval only to the extent that their benefits (such as reducing deaths and medical costs from brown lung disease among textile workers) could be commodified, calculated, and found to exceed the economic costs of government intervention (Stockman, 1986) .
Even the most committed Reaganite allowed that some government functions would remain essential. But as far as possible, they should follow a second prescription: decentralization. In matters of welfare policy, for example, decision-making and administration were best left to state and local governments or, where possible, to private contractors (Osborne, 1988) . Here too, the parallels to the model employer lie both in the recommendations and the rationale for reform. In both spheres, the call is to rely more on local initiative than on central authority, and the underlying rationale is that decentralization enhances flexibility. Assigning responsibility for welfare programs to states and cities, for example, lets them adapt better to local circumstances, much as "flexible specialists" can nimbly respond to market conditions. More, having welfare policy designed by 50 states rather than one bureaucracy, with incentives for saving money built into federal "block grants," would foster innovative and economical approaches to public assistance. The virtues of decentralization merge here with the goal of empowering markets. Much as the model employer turns wage earners into "entrepreneurs," so with good government. By forcing schools, for example (whether traditional public schools, charter schools, or schools managed by private contractors), to compete for "business" (children or, many conservatives hope, voucher dollars), the government can deliver better and cheaper education. And much as with entrepreneurial initiatives within the corporation, so with government reform: efficiency is closely linked to discipline. Deregulation and decentralization of welfare foster innovation and save money, but they also provide an alternative to reforming moral character. Exposing welfare recipients to the salutary discipline of the market will goad them into working hard and living right.
As in the late 19th century, there is no one-way causal influence from political backlash to model employer. These are both parts of a more general ideological shift, one in which political and economic actors and discourse overlap. Consider one recent account of the rise of the New Right. McGirr's case study of Orange County, California, finds that the backlash against liberalism had two main constituents (McGirr, 2001) . At the grass roots were conservative Protestants. Providing leadership and funding, however, were entrepreneurial capitalists, such as developers, small businessmen, and subcontractors for the defense industry. As these two strands came together in the late 1960s, the older, more marginal conservativism of groups like the John Birch Society evolved into a more mainstream political critique. Instead of denouncing every act of government intervention as a sign of communist conspiracy, activists criticized the burdens of federal regulation and centralization. In this way the movement also acquired a broader base, illustrated most dramatically by Ronald Reagan's successful 1966 run for California governor. The political movement denouncing big government and celebrating the market, then, had some roots among entrepreneurs themselves. But it also acquired a broader political base and bequeathed a political language that would later influence a different set of economic elites. One key to the "Reagan revolution" on a national scale was that leading corporate executives repudiated New Deal orthodoxies. They did so in the face of stagflation and global competition (Fraser and Gerstle, 1989) . But they could draw on rhetorical tools made ready by prior conservative politics, and they could ally themselves with more traditional antigovernment, small-business activists. There were, finally, well-established channels for mutual influence. In the late 19th century, local civic committees and clubs lubricated the movement of ideological frames between politics and business. One hundred years later, national institutions like the Business Roundtable played a similar role (Akard, 1992; Edsall, 1989) .
CONCLUSION
Our main goal in this paper has been to show how differently key members of the business community-writers for leading business periodicalsunderstood what it meant to be a good employer in the last two decades of the 19th and 20th centuries. Above all, one finds a sharp contrast in recipes for efficiency. The agenda for progressive employers in the late 19th century was a bureaucratic one: they sought to make personnel management more systematic, rule-bound, and centralized. A century later, the catchwords are flexibility, participation, and decentralization. In addition, the concern in the 1880s and 1890s with reforming employee morals has few echoes 100 years later, while the latter period has its own preoccupation with fostering entrepreneurship among corporate employees. These images of the model employer do not reveal the same preponderance of "normative" over "rational" strategies that students of management rhetoric have described for these two periods. What our data highlight instead is how dramatically the substance of rational and normative control varies with the historical setting.
A secondary goal has been to explore possible explanations for these differences. We showed that the rhetoric of good employee management parallels political ideals of good government. Dominant reform movements in each period expressed the same key themes that appeared in business commentary on employers. Reformers of the 1880s championed administrative rationalization, centralized authority, and the rule of law. They also saw moral character as both a source of legitimate public authority and a desirable result of good government. Their counterparts 100 years later called for decentralized and more flexible government. In this vision, entrepreneurship was the main agent of renewal, and market outcomes were the measure of success. Whatever the ultimate source or causal priority of these ideals, we pointed to channels for mutual influence in each period, social networks through which a common conventional wisdom could travel between political and business circles. To use the more sociological language of isomorphism, businessmen were particularly effective vehicles for transposing cultural scripts across institutions.
Although we have focused more on the descriptive task of showing the differences between model employers than on the task of explaining those differences, further research is warranted on both fronts. Our examination of model employers is restricted to two 20-year periods. It would be useful to compare other eras, 10 both to see how closely business opinion matches what we know of fashions in management theory, and to see if business views change in tandem with currents of political reform. This agenda has at least three virtues. It promises to enrich our knowledge of variations in the historical construction of "rational" employment practices. It might also confirm an argument that we have only suggested: that political movements, along with Shenhav's professionals, may provide backing for what employers accept as rational practice, whether that be the backing of moral character or market norms. More broadly, it would focus greater attention than sociologists of work have paid to the movement of cultural themes across the border between work and politics. 
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